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How Trust in Commercial Airline Pilots is Affected by Their Perceived 
Sociability: A Mediation Analysis 
 
 
Stephen Rice, Scott R. Winter, and Russell Tokarski 
Florida Institute of Technology 
 
Abstract 
 
Sociability relates to one’s preference to interact with others or remain alone. The current 
study sought to determine how a pilot’s perceived sociability would relate to consumers’ 
trust ratings in their pilot using participants from India and the United States. Consumers 
were presented with one of two scenarios. In the control condition, the pilot was described 
as sociable, while in the other, the pilot was presented as unsociable. Participants were then 
asked to rate their trust in the pilot based off of these cues. In general, participants indicated 
that the pilot who was perceived as unsociable was less trusting compared to the pilot that 
was perceived as sociable. Americans tended to be more extreme in their trust ratings of 
the pilots than those participants from India. Finally, affect measures were also collected, 
and it was found that affect completely mediated the relationship between the 
sociable/unsociable conditions and trust ratings. 
 
Introduction 
 
Previous studies have examined how perceived sociability effects the public's 
perception of an airline pilot's mental health (Winter & Rice, in press). The current study 
has taken this a step further by examining how the perceived sociability affects the public's 
trust in the pilot and predicts that affect will mediate the relationship between sociability 
and trust. The literature review will establish the link between a pilot's sociability and how 
it affects the trust of the pilot. 
 
Sociability 
 
Cheek and Buss (1981) defined sociability as "a tendency to affiliate with others and 
to prefer being with others to remaining alone" (p. 330). A person's sociability has been 
divided into two types: introvert or extrovert (Winter & Rice, in press). Introverts are those 
who prefer to avoid social situations, while extroverts are usually thought of as outgoing 
and personable. A person may tend toward one type or the other, dependent on the situation 
or circumstance. Based on the outward cues of sociability that one purveys, others will 
form a perception of that person based on a mental model that is biased by stigma and 
affect. In a previous study, Rice and Winter (in press) noted that a pilot’s perceived 
sociability led passengers to believe the pilot had some type of psychological disorder. This 
raises the question that if the same behavior were perceived in the person, but that person 
was not the pilot of the passenger's airplane; would it have led to the perception of a 
psychological disorder? At the same time, as Caldwell (2012) has explained, an 
individual’s sociability has been associated with the levels of the neuropeptides; oxytocin 
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and vasopressin, produced in the hypothalamus, and it could indicate a psychological 
disorder. 
Fiske (1993) has posed that people tend to overreact to perceived negative information 
about a person. This is supported by Taylor’s (1991) mobilization-minimization 
hypothesis. This poses that people respond to negative perceptions by first mobilizing 
psychologically, cognitively, emotionally, and socially, then by minimizing this internal 
stimuli. As far back as De Laguna (1919), it was recognized that perception and emotion 
are separate constructs, and that perceptual cues (perceptual qualities) are what spark 
emotional response (affective qualities). Now that it is established that perceptions are 
influenced by emotions, or affect, it will be necessary to establish what affect is and how 
it influences trust. 
 
Affect and Stigmas 
 
Recent research on affect has focused on its influence on decision-making 
(Bodenhausen, 1993; Bower, 1991; Clore, Schwarz, & Conway, 1994; Forgas, 1995; 
Loewenstein, 1996; Schwarz & Clore, 1996; Zajonc, 1998). It has been suggested that 
emotions assist in the decision making process when multiple streams of information 
require immediate processing simultaneously, and when there is the need for coordination 
of psychological, behavioral, and experiential responses (Frijda, 1986; Levenson, 1994; 
Oatley & Johnson-Laird, 1996). It has even been suggested that cognitive processes may 
be interrupted by emotions during events that require deliberation, especially when those 
emotions are directing attention, memory, and judgment (Johnson-Laird & Oatley, 1992; 
Lazarus, 1991; Schwarz, 1990; Simon, 1967; Tooby & Cosmides, 1990). It has also been 
suggested that because of this, certain social stigmas may be the result of negative emotions 
(Winter & Rice, in press). It seems that stigmas and affect are heavily relied upon during 
quick decision making when limited information may be available. The affect heuristic is 
highly influenced by strong emotion, with less reliance on the cognitive process (Alhakami 
& Slovic, 1994). It has also been found that the affect heuristic has an inverse relationship 
with time pressure and emotional response (Finucane, Alhakami, Slovic, & Johnson, 2000; 
Lowenstein, Weber, Hsee, & Welch, 2001). Because of this research it could be suggested 
that affect has an impact on a person's perceptions of others, which could have an effect on 
their trust of that person. 
 
Stigmas are defined as the prejudices that may be held against another because they are 
a part of or perceived to be a part of a specific group (Crocker, Major, & Steele, 1998). 
Usually stigmas are associated with negative emotional reactions. They have been found 
to be associated with age, sexual orientation, gender, obesity, ethnic background, and 
physical or mental disabilities (Crocker, Major, & Steele, 1998; Link & Phelan, 2001; 
Mahjan et al., 2008). These stigmas may cause additional barriers for those afflicted with 
them, such as, social, economic or interpersonal (Crocker & Major, 1989; Crocker, Voekle, 
Testa & Major, 1991; Jones et al., 1984). Mental illness was one such stigma recently 
explored in another study. It was found that airline pilots who were perceived to be 
antisocial were labeled with the stigma of mental illness (Winter & Rice, in press). Because 
of this stigma, it is theorized that pilots who are perceived as being less social than others 
will not be trusted.  
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Trust 
 
Trust has been defined in many ways, but the most effective definition for the current 
study is the ability to predict and rely on another’s behavior (Deutsch, 1958; Eckel & 
Wilson, 2004; Ergeneli, Saglam, & Metin, 2007). If a person is able to rely on another's 
behavior, it means they have a significant amount of trust in that person. The perception is 
that if the person has trust in another and that trust is not fulfilled, then they are worse off 
than if they would not have trusted (Deutsch, 1958). Herein the basis for this research: if a 
passenger trusts a pilot to fly the aircraft and get them to their destination safely and the 
pilot fails to complete this task, the passenger would surely be worse off than if they would 
not have trusted in the first place.  
 
There have been two forms of trust identified by McAllister (1995), cognitive and 
affect-based. Trust is cognition based because we choose who we trust and we base that 
decision on viable reasons (Lewis & Weigert, 1985). Affect controls trust through 
emotional bonds between individuals (Lewis & Weigert, 1985). If we do not trust another, 
we tend to hold that person in suspicion (Deutsch, 1958). For emotional or cognitive 
reasons, this person did not gain our trust, so we label them with the stigma of being 
untrustworthy.  
  
Recent studies on trust and trust theory have centered on trust in automation, 
formulating the theory that the more failures in an automated system, the less a person 
trusted the system. It is believed that this can carry over to the human/human interaction 
systems as well. If a person is perceived to be unreliable, then the trust in them will wane 
(Winter, Rice, Reid, & Mehta, 2015). Previous studies evaluated trust as an organizational 
behavior. In these studies, it was found that trust affects employee empowerment and 
managerial trust, as well as the trust between individual employees or groups within the 
organization (Ergeneli, Saglam, & Metin, 2007). Mishra and Spreitzer (1998) have 
indicated that trust is dependent on one’s emotional belief that the other party is reliable, 
competent, open, and concerned. This statement falls into line with McAllister’s (1995) 
cognitive side of trust. If an individual or group provides evidence of being unreliable, 
incompetent, not open, or unconcerned about the other, they will be labeled as 
untrustworthy, causing an emotional response. This emotional response will provoke a 
negative stigma to be placed on that person.  
 
In a previous study, it was found that social stigmas had an effect on a person's trust in 
an airline pilot, based on the pilot's gender, age, physical structure, and ethnicity (Winter, 
Rice, & Mehta, 2014). It has also been found that a person's trust is highly influenced by 
another's sexuality, or social status, suggesting that trust is highly affected by emotions. 
Through mediation analysis in these previous studies it was found that affect tends to have 
a mediating relationship between the condition and trust. Another study also found that 
persons in India and the United States felt that airline pilots who are perceived to be 
unsociable may be tagged with the stigma of mental illness (Winter & Rice, in press). The 
stigma of mental illness is one of negativity. In both India and the U.S., persons stigmatized 
as being afflicted with mental illness are viewed as unstable and are limited in their duties 
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or responsibilities (Stanhope, 2002; Corrigan, Markowitz, & Watson, 2004), indicating a 
lack of trust in those individuals or bestowing upon them the stigma of untrustworthiness. 
 
Current Study 
 
The current study expands on previous research on pilot sociability (Winter & Rice, in 
press). The researchers were specifically interested in how trust ratings would be affected 
by perceived sociability. Since participants in the earlier study viewed unsociable pilots as 
more likely to have a mental illness, there was desire to determine if consumers would have 
lower trust ratings of unsociable pilots as well. Finally, the research team sought to 
determine whether affect was a mediating variable between sociability and trust. The study 
consisted of individuals from both India and the United States to inspect for any cultural 
differences. Affect measures were collected to determine if affect had any mediating effect 
on the relationship between sociability and trust. The authors predicted the following: 
H1: Pilots who are viewed as unsociable will also be viewed as less trustworthy by 
participants. 
H2: Americans will be more extreme in their Affect and Trust ratings compared to 
Indian participants. There is some evidence of this in previous studies (Rice et al., 
2014; Remy, Winter, & Rice, 2014; Winter, Rice, & Mehta, 2014). 
H3: Affect will act as a mediator, at least partially, between sociability and trust. 
There is some evidence of this in the mental health literature (Richardson & Rice, 
in press; Rice, Richardson, & Kraemer, in press). 
 
Methods 
 
Participants 
 
Participants for the study were recruited from India and the United States via a 
convenience sample from Amazon’s ® Mechanical Turk ® (MTurk). MTurk is an online 
repository of participants from around the globe that complete human intelligence tasks 
(HITs) for monetary compensation. Previous research (Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling, 
2011; Germine et al., 2012) has demonstrated that data collected via MTurk is just as 
reliable as data collected from traditional laboratory settings.  
 
Three hundred and nine participants (127 females) from India completed the study. The 
mean age for participants was 31.56 (SD=9.63). Three hundred and seventeen participants 
(135 females) from the United States completed the study. The mean age was 31.14 
(SD=10.30). 
 
Materials, Stimuli, and Design 
 
An electronic consent form was completed by participants to verify they were at least 
18 years old. In the control condition, participants reviewed the following scenario: 
Imagine that you are on a commercial airline flight from one major city to another. As you 
are preparing to board, you overhear one of the flight attendants telling the other that the 
pilot has recently been acting like his usual cheerful self. He has been communicative with 
his crew and friends. He has posted positive messages on social media and Facebook in 
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the past month. He has been pleasant to his co-pilots.” In the experimental condition, the 
following scenario was presented: “Imagine that you are on a commercial airline flight 
from one major city to another. As you are preparing to board, you overhear one of the 
flight attendants telling the other that the pilot has recently been acting strange and not 
like his usual self. He has lost his temper twice in the past two weeks. He has not been very 
communicative with his crew or friends. He has avoided social media. He has not posted 
to Facebook in the past month. He has been rude to his co-pilot on several occasions.”  
 
Participants from both conditions were asked three affect questions on a 7-point Likert-
type scale to rate how the respective scenarios made them feel. These responses ranged 
from extremely negative/unfavorable/bad (-3) to extremely positive/favorable/good (+3), 
with a neutral option of zero. The gathering of these affect measures followed a similar 
procedure as completed in previous research (Rice, Richardson, & Kraemer, in press; 
Winter, Rice, & Mehta, 2014). Appendix B shows the affect measures. 
 
Participants in both conditions were then asked to rate their trust in the pilot and how 
trustworthy they thought he/she would be based on the information provided in the 
scenario. The study used an instrument called the Trust in Commercial Airline Pilots (T-
CAP) scale, which is provided in Appendix A. This instrument was validated by Rice, 
Mehta, Winter, and Oyman (2015) and consists of 5 items measured on a five-point Likert 
scale from strongly disagree (-2) to strongly agree (+2), with a neutral option of zero. 
Finally, demographic information was collected from participants before completion of the 
study. 
 
The study used a three-way between-participants design. Country of Origin, Gender, 
and Sociability were the independent variables. The dependent variables for the study were 
affect (mediator variable) and trust. 
 
Results 
 
Factorial Analyses. First, a Cronbach’s Alpha was conducted on the three Affect 
questions. Values ranged from .88 to .96, indicating high internal consistency. Therefore, 
these data were combined into one measure for analysis purposes. A three-way ANOVA 
was completed with Country, Gender, and Sociability as between-participant variables. For 
the Affect dependent variable, there was a significant main effect for Sociability, F(1, 618) 
= 893.83, p < 0.001, np2 = .59, and there was a significant interaction between Sociability 
and Country, F(1, 618) = 30.95, p < 0.001, np2 = .05. These data, shown in Figure 1, suggest 
that pilot sociability impacts Affect ratings of participants, and that participants from the 
United States produced more extreme responses in both conditions compared to 
participants from India (p < 0.05).  
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Figure 1. Affect data from the study (SE bars included). 
 
 
Figure 2. Trust data from the study (SE bars included). 
The data for trust ratings were also subjected to a Cronbach’s Alpha analysis. Values 
ranged from .88 to .92, indicating high internal consistency. Therefore, the trust measures 
were merged into one dependent variable for analysis. A three-way ANOVA, with 
Country, Gender, and Sociability as between-participant variables, indicated a significant 
main effect for Sociability, F(1, 618) = 254.94, p < 0.001, np2 = .41, along with a significant 
interaction between Sociability and Country , F(1, 618) = 8.65, p < 0.01, np2 = .01. As 
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Figure 2 shows, Americans tended to be more extreme in their responses; however, this 
was only statistically significant for the Unsociable condition (p < 0.01). 
 
Mediation Analyses. Figure 3 provides a graphical depiction of the mediation analysis 
performed on the data for American participants. To complete a mediation analysis, a 
correlation must first exist between the initial variable (sociable or unsociable) and the 
outcome variable (trust). This relationship was shown to be significant, r = .739, p < .001. 
The standardized path coefficients were: condition to affect (.901, p < .001); affect to trust 
(.930, p < .001); condition to trust controlling for affect (-.100, p = .157). These data 
suggests that affect completely mediated the relationship between condition and trust for 
American participants. 
 
 
Figure 3. Path analysis for American participants. 
 
Figure 4 depicts the mediation analyses for Indian participants. Before completing the 
mediation analysis, a significant correlation was shown to exist between the initial variable 
(sociable and unsociable) and outcome variable (trust), r = .544, p < .001. The standardized 
path coefficients were: condition to affect (.620, p < .001); affect to trust (.787, p < .001); 
and condition to trust controlling for affect (.056, p = .177). These data suggest that affect 
completely mediated the relationship between condition and trust for Indian participants. 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4. Path analysis for Indian participants. 
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General Discussion 
 
This study determines how the perceived sociability of a pilot would influence the trust 
ratings of consumers. Prior research (Winter & Rice, in press) has demonstrated that 
sociability cues toward a pilot affect participant’s opinion as to whether that pilot is 
suffering or likely to be suffering from a mental illness. Based on this finding, the authors 
wanted to determine how trust ratings would be affected by perceived sociability. 
 
The first hypothesis predicted that pilots who were viewed as more sociable would also 
be viewed as more trustworthy than those viewed as less sociable. The data supported this 
hypothesis across both Indian and American participants. Pilots who were viewed as 
unsociable were identified as less trusting than those who were identified as sociable. As 
identified by Caldwell (2012), an individual’s sociability level has been linked to various 
mental parameters and may be indicative of a psychological disorder. Additionally, Fiske 
(1993) has highlighted that persons tend to overreact toward negative information when 
received about another person. Therefore, it is not unreasonable to interpret participants’ 
drops in trust ratings upon perceiving the pilot to be unsociable. Stigmas held towards those 
that are less sociable may also explain the drop in trust ratings. Crocker, Major, and Steele 
(1998) describe how prejudices are held against another because they are or are perceived 
to be part of a specific group, and these stigmas tend to be negative. Finally, people tend 
to trust most when they are able to predict the behavior and/or actions of another person 
(Deutsch, 1958; Eckel & Wilson, 2004; Ergeneli, Saglam, & Metin, 2007). If perceived as 
unsociable, it is plausible that participants may have felt the pilot was less predictable and 
therefore were willing to trust that individual less when compared to the sociable pilot. 
 
The second hypothesis predicted that American participants would be more extreme in 
their ratings of trust than Indian participants as has been witnessed in previous studies (Rice 
et al. 2014; Remy, Winter, & Rice, 2014; Winter, Rice, & Mehta, 2014). The findings of 
the study, in general, support this hypothesis. When reviewing measures of affect and trust, 
American participants had higher ratings for the sociable pilot and lower ratings of the 
unsociable pilot than the Indian participants. However, while the trust rating for the 
sociable pilot was higher for Americans, it was not significantly different compared to the 
Indian participants. These findings, for the most part, are in agreement with the previously 
identified research. A possible explanation for these differences may be related to the 
specific cultures of each nationality. Americans tend to be more individualistic in their 
culture while Indians are more collectivist (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). Those from 
individualistic cultures are less likely to trust without question. Meanwhile those from 
collectivist cultures view themselves in the context of the population as a whole, may be 
more likely to trust without question, and less likely to challenge authority (Markus & 
Kitayama, 1991). 
 
The third hypothesis predicted that Affect would act as a mediator, at least partially, 
between the sociability and trust ratings. Basis for this hypothesis was grounded in prior 
research from the mental health field (Richardson & Rice, in press; Rice, Richardson, & 
Kraemer, in press). The data supported this finding and Affect completely mediated the 
relationship between sociability and trust for both Indian and American participants. These 
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findings suggest that the views held toward the trust ratings of a pilot perceived as sociable 
or unsociable are highly influenced by emotions, which can also affect judgment. This 
finding is similar to earlier studies that have shown Affect to mediate relationships toward 
trust in pilots (Remy, Winter, & Rice, 2014; Winter, Rice, & Mehta, 2014). Literature has 
shown that Affect plays a role in the decision-making process of individuals, especially 
when those decisions must be made in short periods of time. Additionally, the affect 
heuristic is highly influenced by strong emotions. It is possible that when participants were 
completing the study and had to quickly make a determination as to the trust of the pilot, 
emotional reactions heavily influenced the ratings.  
 
Practical Implications and Limitations 
 
It appears from the findings that participants were more trusting of a pilot perceived as 
more sociable. While pilots are employed to safely operate the aircraft, they also serve in 
the role of a company representative. Often times the flight crew are the most visible 
members of the airline. It is important for these persons to remember that their perceived 
sociability may have an effect on the consumer’s overall experience during the flight, 
regardless of how well the flight goes. Further research should be completed to determine 
if similar findings are reported when the type of airline personnel is manipulated, such as 
flight attendants or gate agents. Additionally from an airline marketing perspective, 
portraying crew members in a sociable light may assist in creating trusting opinions of the 
flying public toward those individuals and the airline. 
 
Certain limitations exist in the current study. First, the study is limited to those types 
of participants that complete online human intelligence tasks. These individuals tend to be 
current with technology, and a younger demographic. Therefore, generalizations of the 
findings must be limited to this population, which may not be representative of the 
population as a whole. Further research can expand the sampling technique to verify the 
results of this study and produce results with greater generalizability. Additionally, only 
two nationalities were reviewed in the current study, Indians and Americans. Further 
research could expand to various nationalities to see how other cultural aspects may 
influence the study’s findings. Finally, participants may have been primed by the wording 
of the scenario for the pilot depicted as unsociable.   
 
Conclusions 
 
The findings of this study are similar to, and expand upon, previous studies completed 
in this field of research. When a pilot is perceived as sociable, participants tended to trust 
that pilot more than one that was perceived as unsociable. Americans, in general, tended to 
be more extreme in their trust ratings than Indian participants, which may be attributed 
toward the cultural differences between the two groups. Finally, affect completely 
mediated the relationship between the condition and trust ratings which signifies that 
participant responses were heavily influenced by emotions as opposed to cognition. 
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Appendix A 
Trust of Commercial Airline Pilots Scale 
Please respond how strongly you agree or disagree with the following statements. 
 
1. The pilot is dependable. 
Strongly Disagree Disagree  Neutral Agree       Strongly Agree 
 
2. The pilot is reliable.  
Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree       Strongly Agree 
 
3. The pilot is responsible. 
Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree       Strongly Agree 
 
4. The pilot is safe. 
Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree       Strongly Agree 
 
5. The pilot is trustworthy. 
Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree       Strongly Agree 
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Appendix B 
Affect Measures 
Please respond to how the scenario makes you feel: 
Extremely  
Bad 
Quite Bad Slightly 
Bad 
Neither 
Good nor 
Bad 
Slightly 
Good 
Quite 
Good 
Extremely 
Good 
 
Please respond to how the scenario makes you feel: 
Extremely  
Unfavorable 
Quite 
Unfavorable 
Slightly 
Unfavorable 
Neither 
Unfavorable 
nor 
Favorable 
Slightly 
Favorable 
Quite 
Favorable 
Extremely 
Favorable 
 
Please respond to how the scenario makes you feel: 
Extremely  
Negative 
Quite 
Negative 
Slightly 
Negative 
Neither 
Negative 
nor 
Positive 
Slightly 
Positive 
Quite 
Positive 
Extremely 
Positive 
 
  
